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SHARING KNOWLEDGE AT WORK: MACRO, SOCIAL AND RELATIONAL 
INFLUENCES ON INDIVIDUAL BEHAVIOR 
ABSTRACT 
The impact of relations between an organization and its workers and the relations 
among workers on individual knowledge generation and sharing practices has not, to date, 
been addressed in an integrated way. This paper discusses the findings of a study analyzing 
issues at macro, locally-constructed and micro levels in a public sector organization, to 
identify and integrate the complex sets of mediators. Key factors were found to include (a) 
the contested nature of the process of knowledge construction, (b) the worker’s experience of 
the organization’s internal environment, (c) how the organization is understood to value 
knowledge sharing, (d) relations with colleagues, and (e) the perceived outcomes of 
knowledge sharing behaviors. Implications for practice are discussed. 
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SHARING KNOWLEDGE AT WORK: MACRO, SOCIAL AND RELATIONAL 
INFLUENCES ON INDIVIDUAL BEHAVIOR 
A key premise for organisational success is the unique combination of resources and 
capabilities that creates long-term sustainability (Grant, 1996). This includes the capacity for 
the organisation’s workers to generate and share the knowledge required to meet its purposes, 
including confronting new challenges and goals. Yet, knowledge generation and sharing occur 
in complex ways within an organisational setting. Understanding the relationships in this 
setting, among individuals, their group memberships, and their context is essential to 
appreciating how to best foster knowledge generation and sharing in organisations.  
The purpose of this paper is to examine the mediating influence of relations between 
an organisation and its workers, and the relations among workers, on knowledge generation 
and sharing practices. It focuses on identifying and elaborating the role and impact of factors 
that arise from environmental complexity, socially situated practices and micro-level 
mediators on an organisation’s ability to generate organisational knowledge resources that 
will support its sustainability. 
The paper discusses research exploring knowledge generation and sharing through 
enactment of practice and task accomplishment, including the mechanisms by which 
individuals move from novice to expert status, and the means by which knowledge relations 
among individuals, groups, and the organisation are developed, changed and negotiated (Lave 
& Wenger, 1991; Brown & Duguid, 1991; Tyre & von Hippel, 1997; Cook & Brown, 1999). 
Knowledge is viewed as emergent, distributed across multiple individuals, groups, and the 
entire organisation, and is located in people, practices, and symbols. 
11457  
4 
 
The paper is structured as follows: (a) its context and background are established: (b) 
the research issues are identified, (c) the methodology is described, and (d) the contributions 
are outlined.  
KNOWLEDGE SHARING AT WORK 
Pressures to improve organisations’ sustainability are sourced in the globalisation and 
liberalisation of the world economy, the spread of technology and changes in the nature of 
work and in the demographics of the workforce (Stewart, 1997). Further, changes in the 
nature of organisations have given impetus to the search for new ways of ensuring 
organisational survival and prosperity (Handy, 1990).  
Particular attention has been directed in the literature to the knowledge located within 
an organisation at individual, group and organisation-wide levels (Brown & Woodland, 
1999), as a basis for understanding innovation processes (De Gues, 1988), professional 
expertise, and the construction of unique organisational knowledge (Nonaka & Takeushi, 
1995; Spender, 1996; Stewart 1997; Sveiby, 1997). Consequently, over recent years, the 
literature has come to address important elements of organisational knowledge (Brown & 
Duguid, 2001; Lawrence, Mauws, Dyck & Kleysen, 2005; Patriotta, 2003) and the process of 
knowledge acquisition and development in organisations (Alvesson, 2004; Blackler, 1995; 
Bok, Zmud, Kim & Lee, 2005; Tsoukas & Mylonopoulos, 2004).  
Literature which has developed around interest in the social construction of knowledge 
in workplace settings provides a particularly pertinent and rich source of information about 
how adults learn through and about their work (Billett, 2006a; Gherardi & Nicolini, 2000) and 
the factors that influence the development of their work-related knowledge, knowledge 
sharing orientation and enacted practices (Antonacopoulou, 2006; Borgatti & Cross, 2003; 
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van den Hooff & de Ridder, 2004). Hence, appreciation of the importance of the general and 
specific knowledge resources within an organisation has grown rapidly.  
This paper arises from the need to further understand perspectives developed around 
the development and management of knowledge at work. Previously, disciplines related to 
management, business, the study of organisational behaviour, and information management 
systems have pursued the topic of knowledge management from the perspective of their own 
theoretical and practice frameworks. Considerable conceptual diversity has resulted. These 
frameworks have been used to: (a) examine how knowledge generation occurs and can be 
managed; (b) the difference between knowledge management and information management 
systems; and (c) the necessity for fostering knowledge sharing for competitive advantage and 
organisational survival in turbulent and unpredictable operational environments (De Geus, 
1988; Stata, 1989). Knowledge sharing and social practices in workplaces have also been 
explored (Lave & Wenger, 1991) and debated (see Patriotta, 2004), albeit from these diverse 
perspectives. 
This earlier work established that both individual and collective knowledge generation 
and sharing do not occur as isolated phenomena within an organisational setting. Indeed, four 
main contextual dimensions have been identified as influencing knowledge at work: (a) 
pervasive change and crisis, (b) difference and diversity, (c) the particular and local 
influences, and (d) the political and social dimensions of knowledge (Hager, 1999). Two 
further elements are important to shaping knowledge at work: (a) the specific combination of 
features that characterise any workplace situation at a given time and (b) the social forces that 
shape perceptions of and responses to workplace situations (Hager, 1999). As Patriotta (2004) 
suggests, knowledge generation and sharing can best “be studied as a phenomenon in motion, 
through displacement, surprise, controversy and contest” (p. 11). This is because these 
processes occur within social and physical organisational contexts differentiated by cultural, 
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structural and relational settings that create opportunities and barriers for knowledge 
generation and sharing. 
Development of our understanding is achieved here by examining, firstly, external 
environmental aspects likely to influence knowledge generation and sharing e.g. the operating 
environment, the nature of the industry and operational sector, the professional framework, 
the organisation’s values, structure, and practices, and the impact of work demands. These 
issues are salient as they provide workers with information about how they should act, and the 
expectations the organisation holds of its workers.  
Secondly, it is through engaging in formal and informal organisational and work 
group processes that traditions, norms, practices and expertise are shared (Mezirow, 1991) 
and the work and social orientations of individual workers are derived (Brown & Duguid, 
1991; Valsiner, 1998). Subsequently, the practices enacted by workers emerge from their 
relational framework, and their personal, work and social orientations (Antonacopoulou, 
2006). Specific socially situated practices examined for their influence on individual 
knowledge generation and sharing include: how knowledge is socially and locally constructed 
and expertise develops, how information is accessed and gathered for role and task execution, 
local knowledge sharing practices and the influence of contested workplace relations, and the 
value attributed to knowledge and expertise within local sites of practice. 
Thirdly, issues pertinent to individual workers’ knowledge sharing also need to be 
examined. Individual worker characteristics and values, beliefs about their relationship with 
the organisation and their co-workers, extent of organisational citizenship behaviours and 
feelings of security, and the impact of observed organisational justice illuminate individual 
level decision-making (Gardiner, 2008). Specific mediators identified here for investigation 
include the nature of relations among workers, the climate for knowledge generation and 
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sharing, the processes by which knowledge is constructed and expertise is developed, the 
value attributed to knowledge and expertise, and potential contributors to knowledge leakage.  
KNOWLEDGE SHARING ISSUES  
The key proposition advanced here is that knowledge generation and sharing are 
mediated by relations between an organisation and its workers and the relations among 
workers, in organisation-specific and complex ways. Specifically, this paper focuses on: 
(a) Identifying the complexes of factors that shape how knowledge is generated and 
shared within an organisation; 
(b) The factors at macro-level, micro-level and socially, locally-constructed levels that 
influence individual workers’ decision-making processes for knowledge generation and 
sharing;  
(c) How factors in the external and internal environments mediate knowledge 
generation and sharing by an organisation’s workers; 
(d) How socially situated practices shape workers’ knowledge generation and sharing 
orientation and practice. 
In sum, the aim is to advance understanding about the generation and sharing of 
knowledge that is required to sustain effective organisational work through integrating 
existing conceptions of the reciprocal relationship between individuals, and the organisational 
and social systems in which they function (Schneider, Brent-Smith and Sipe, 2000). The 
methodology is now described. 
METHOD  
A qualitative approach was adopted comprising a longitudinal, single-case 
investigation (Yin, 1994). The case study method was adopted because contemporary, real life 
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events were being investigated, the researcher had no control over those events, and 
investigative questions were the basis of the investigation (Burns, 1994; Yin, 1994). A series 
of three semi-structured interviews was conducted with participants at intervals over a period 
of two years, allowing identification and elaboration of themes emergent in the data and a 
responsive research design (King, 1994; Rubin & Rubin, 2005).  
Interviews were conducted with staff within a large public sector organisation 
(hereafter referred to as TransportServices) that provides railway infrastructure, long-haul, 
bulk freight services to mining, shipping and general industries, and both long-distance and 
commuter passenger services to geographically dispersed populations. Respondents were 
selected on the basis of their positions as professionals and paraprofessionals (specifically, 
engineers and design drafters), because the professional sector has been identified as under-
represented in knowledge generation and sharing research (Alvesson, 2004). Engineers and 
design drafters can be regarded as knowledge workers: their fields possess community-
recognised bodies of formal knowledge and skills, their work includes use of a range of 
artefacts, and the fields of engineering and design drafting are recognised professions with 
occupational standards of practice (Alvesson, 2004; DiMaggio & Powell, 1991). Respondents 
ranged from novices to workers close to retirement. A significant number of the respondents 
have long service histories, highly developed expertise and organisational knowledge, and 
have entered a stage where retirement is an option (more than half the experienced workers in 
the sample have in excess of 20 years’ service).  
Morse (1994, 2000) recommends approximately thirty to fifty interviews be carried 
out where semi-structured interviews are used for data collection. In total, forty-six semi-
structured interviews were conducted with twelve engineers and eight design drafters, 
comprising equal numbers of non-management and management workers. Following 
suggestions from other participants to capture novice workers’ perspectives, permission was 
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obtained to include two trainee professionals and two cadet paraprofessionals. All novices 
were undertaking formal in-house training programs and had less than five years’ service. 
In sum, the sample supported investigation of knowledge generation and sharing 
practices across groups, levels, functional units, occupations and multiple individuals. 
Although the findings are context-specific and not necessarily generalisable, depth of contact 
was achieved through repeated contact with participants. This approach facilitated capture of 
multiple versions of events and perspectives (Rubin & Rubin, 2005), while acknowledging 
that not all participants could be expected to have shared all experiences (Bryant, 2006) and 
differed in levels and groups (Kozlowski & Klein, 2000). The qualitative research 
methodology enhanced openness to emerging data concerned with relations, perceptions and 
interactions, thereby supporting the purpose of the study. 
FINDINGS 
In this section, findings are presented that explain the impacts on workers’ knowledge 
generation and sharing orientations and practices of the mediating role of an organisation’s 
environmental complexity, socially situated and locally constructed practices and individual 
workers’ interpretations of their relations with the organisation and their colleagues. In 
particular, the important influences on workers’ beliefs regarding what is important, how they 
perceive and interpret their experiences and how they respond to their organisational situation 
are presented.  
These relationships are depicted in Figure 1.  
 
Insert Figure 1 about here 
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Figure 1 presents workers’ decision-making about knowledge generation and sharing 
as being nested within three mediating complexes of factors arising from: (a) macro-level 
environmental factors, (b) socially situated practice and (c) micro-level mediating factors at 
the worker level. How individual workers account for organisational and local issues in this 
decision-making process is influenced by the outcomes of earlier, personal experiences, 
interactional history and beliefs at macro, local and micro levels of activities and decision-
making. Individual and collective knowledge generation and sharing should therefore be 
considered to occur within the organisational and local contexts and relational settings of 
individual workers’ day-to-day work practice. They should not be considered merely in terms 
of decontextualised communication practice or willingness to engage with technology. The 
complexes of mediating factors are depicted in greater detail in Figure 2 to demonstrate their 
separate but interlinking influence. 
 
Insert Figure 2 about here 
 
Influence of Macro-Level Environmental Factors 
First, as shown in Figure 2, environmental complexity was found to create the 
standing pattern of behaviour (Barker, 1968) for interactions between workers and the 
organisation, and among workers, for task accomplishment. In turn, these interactions 
influence a range of external and internal bases for action, including the generation and 
sharing of knowledge. These bases influence workers’ beliefs about what is important, their 
interpretation of their experiences, and the practices they subsequently enact in both 
generating and sharing knowledge. As shown in Figure 2, occurrences which further shape 
workers’ knowledge generation and sharing beliefs and practices, occur at the locally situated 
and individual levels within the workplace setting and are discussed in turn below.  
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Macro-level environmental factors important for knowledge generation and sharing 
were found to be: (a) the organisation’s mission and characteristics, (b) the nature of the 
industry and profession, (c) drivers for change, and (d) the impact of the work nature and 
demands. Shared understanding of the organisation’s goal to become a nationally dominant 
market force was found to create a framework for individual and group practice during the 
day to day process of task accomplishment. For instance, James, (a manager and engineer) 
stated:  
TransportServices is seeking to be one of the major rail businesses (nationally) 
and is expanding interstate and trying to ensure that it captures the majority of 
existing business….  
Duncan (a supervisor and engineer) noted: “I see us as being a major transport 
operator,” Gerald (a trainee design drafter) believed “I think the overall goal is to be the .. 
number one rail group in the country,” demonstrating (unsurprisingly) the existence of a 
common understanding across levels and functions.  
The public sector, railways, nature of the industry and professional domains results in 
knowledge that is extremely contextualised and specifically constructed, through the locally 
constituted sites of practice. Elaborating on the unique nature of rail work, Nick (engineer) 
suggests that certain expertise (such as design of rail networks, turnouts, yards) is not required 
by other industry applications: “Railways are a fairly specific profession … railways 
structures, for example, is pretty much just for railways.  I mean you can’t really transfer that 
sort of thing anywhere else.” The complex, focused nature of rail design work is not 
immediately apparent to the observer and the novice. For example, Gerald is a trainee design 
drafter who has been with the organisation for a short time after completing his technical 
qualifications:  
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“When I first started work I thought how hard could it be to draw two parallel 
lines.  I got a pretty big shock when I first started … There is so much to learn 
and I didn’t realise how much there is… there are guys been here for years and 
years that know so much…I’d like to be a sponge and take everything 
in…everything in here is learnt in here …. You can’t go outside and pick it up.”  
Gerald has identified that the knowledge that he wishes to learn is held by the 
collective of long serving workers and constructed within the context of their work practices. 
Development of his knowledge and skills will be influenced by the knowledge sharing 
practices of the collective and his willingness to learn from them (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  
TransportServices actively recruits and trains young entrants to the rail industry: “The 
sort of skills we’re looking for here are not really available outside the industry…so we have 
to grow them ourselves,” (Dennis, design drafter). Workers operate on the basis of (a) 
accumulated rail and organisational knowledge, and (b) organisational databases (known as 
the Standards), that form a repository of TransportServices’ rail history, operations, 
requirements, and guidelines to frame the enactment of TransportServices design and 
operational values. So, workers’ practical knowledge is inextricably associated with its 
socially situated work context. Accessible only to TransportServices staff, the Standards 
provide an essential knowledge resource and knowledge sharing mechanism. However, the 
existence and standing of such databases, a form of “organisational remembering” (Feldman 
& Feldman, 2006) can constrain review of and alternative approaches to established norms 
and practice (Bozeman, 2000). Roger, a manager with more than 20 years’ service, notes: 
Standards drawings etc may achieve the status of documents that can’t be 
challenged, even when they are superseded. They must be updated and challenged 
when needed to ensure they are still appropriate and correct. … People think that if 
something is documented at all, there is no need to revisit it  
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For Roger, the Standards not only are capable of being challenged, but indeed should 
be challenged to ensure correctness – their preservation in documented form should not 
prevent new or other ways from being explored. 
External drivers for change, (e.g. a rapidly-evolving business environment, changes to 
government requirements and rising customer expectations of service delivery) combine to 
create a more dynamic external environment than at any prior period in the organisation’s 
history. Pressure for conservative action was found to arise from the parliamentary, media and 
public scrutiny associated with the organisation’s public sector role and purposes, and these 
pressures act to discourage innovation and knowledge generation. Importantly, an outcome of 
this scrutiny and the workers’ commitment to the public good (O’Flynn, 2007) is a history of 
safety, reliability and norms of design excellence.  
The organisation’s structural arrangements were found to shape knowledge generation 
and sharing practices. The organising principles adopted within organisations may result in 
functional units separated by task (e.g. engineers, design drafters) and/or cross-functional 
groups (e.g. combining specialised expertise in teams as required for projects). This 
investigation identified that where functional arrangements were in place, specific profession-
based expertise was confined within separate sites of socially constructed practice and 
contextualised knowledge enacting specialised types of professional expertise. For instance, 
Nick (engineer) observes: “You probably just look after the design, the design part of the job 
and then you would hand it over to Contracts or you would hand it over to Site or you’d flick 
everything back to the Supervisor.” With the exception of special multi-function project 
teams, horizontal knowledge flows were dependent upon personal relationships and relational 
connections across work unit boundaries. For instance, Barry (engineer, supervisor) notes: 
“Most of the time people talk to people who they know or think might be able to help them 
regardless of the structure,” illustrating the dependence on relational links. 
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Conventional knowledge management techniques recommend documenting key 
organisational information. However, Angus (design drafter) notes: “people up the top like to 
think that by putting words to paper that is going to filter through to the bottom person and 
say ‘the bottom person knows all about it’. The bottom person doesn’t know anything about it 
because they are not really inclined to read a whole heap of papers and say ‘oh I know a lot 
about it now.’ So, knowledge sharing effectiveness is enhanced by use of context-sensitive 
communication techniques, e.g. through shared narratives (Czarniawska, 1997). 
In addition, work requirements have dramatically increased: “The amount of project 
work has increased dramatically, absolutely dramatically, probably close to five-fold” 
(Dennis, design drafter); “It is very hard the workload that we’ve got on at the moment to 
keep on top of things” (Malcolm, supervisor). Pressure of work requirements has been 
associated with reduced intrinsic motivation (Amabile, 1983), opportunity for creativity and 
reflection (Perry-Smith, 2006) and time available for idea generation and problem solving 
(Mumford, 2000).   
These comments illustrate that in practice, the organising arrangements and workload 
demands, (i.e. the demands of the work itself and workload pressures which reduce 
opportunities for social interaction and serendipitous knowledge sharing), likely create both 
opportunities and barriers to knowledge generation and sharing (Gardiner, 2008). 
Consequently, innovation through access to alternative perspectives, potential for knowledge 
sharing and knowledge access may be reduced. These findings support Gammack and 
Stephens’ (1994) earlier findings that the systemic structural relations of the organisation 
mediate knowledge generation and sharing. 
Not surprisingly, workers’ actions in this organisation were found to be shaped by the 
norms and values of their formal, profession-based training prior to joining the organisation. 
Pre-entry training in the form of degrees and diplomas establishes a basis for rail knowledge. 
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Knowledge construction processes provide organisation members with a strong sense of 
professional, industry and organisational identity. For instance, they described themselves as 
“custodians of the discipline,” “insiders,” “professionals,” “railwaymen,” “specialist rail 
surveyors,” and their work as “knowledge intensive.” Their process of learning was found to 
be influenced by personal and vicarious experiences at the professional and organisational 
levels, locally situated socially constituted levels and at the individual micro-levels. These, in 
turn, generated perceptions and beliefs about organisational values, locally situated practices 
and personal orientations to action in regard to knowledge generation and sharing.  
Potential impact of knowledge leakage. The potential for knowledge leakage in this 
organisation is highlighted. Achieving maximum organisational effectiveness and strategic 
goals is difficult without the necessary intellectual capital (Stewart, 1997). “TransportServices 
has deep, specialised and extensive knowledge about everything to do with rail” notes Joe (a 
design drafter), while Barry (engineer) adds “we’re the only in-house design group in the rail 
system anywhere in (the country).” So, the organisation’s unique combination of knowledge 
and personnel resources which constitute its differentiation to customers creates its 
competitive advantage (Damanpour & Schneider, 2006; Tushman & O’Reilly, 2002). 
Knowledge leakage will result in reduction or loss of this unique combination and 
differentiation. Knowledge leakage occurs through knowledge sharing exchanges that 
constitute knowledge leakage for the knowledge provider, potentially reducing their 
competitive advantage through increasing the knowledge of other operators in the market 
(Gardiner, 2008). For instance, engineers and design drafters draw not only upon the 
Standards and design databases, but also on the knowledge of processes and practices behind 
them.  
But the consequences of sourcing people outside to do their project and then let 
them go is that you would lose a lot of history.  And often you will just get a 
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body - a civil engineer, a project manager - to fill a role. You don’t have a 
knowledge of TransportServices, of TransportServices systems, of people 
involved, the history, any parallel projects, any proposed parallel projects, 
consequences of decisions (Robert, engineer) 
External consulting engineers and design drafters are used extensively by 
TransportServices and are provided with access to uniquely held organisational and discipline 
knowledge. However, these consultants do not always possess knowledge or skills such that 
the interactions reciprocally contribute knowledge capability to the knowledge-providing 
organisation (Gardiner, 2008).  
Knowledge leakage was also found to arise when the deep, specialised knowledge 
developed over extensive work histories by long-serving workers is not understood and 
valued in the host organisation: “They don’t …appreciate how valuable that knowledge is” 
(Duncan, engineer). Further, the predominant age range of the engineers and 
paraprofessionals in the study was 45-55 years of age. Notes Tom (engineer): “You can’t 
think of all the information that’s in your brain…it only comes to mind when you get asked 
the question;” while Angus (design drafter) suggests “the only way …to pass it on is by 
actually working with the person.” Loss of expert members, over time, may reduce an 
organisation’s sustainability as its unique resource and skill capability is reduced, unless 
specific mechanisms are in place to support knowledge sharing.  
Knowledge sharing would be fostered by (a) continuous, planned recruitment to 
distribute length of service more evenly and avoid key professional and paraprofessional 
workers reaching retirement age in groups, with the attendant knowledge loss; and (b) placing 
recruits and less knowledgeable workers to work alongside, question and benefit from the 
breadth and depth of key, long-serving workers’ discipline and organisational knowledge 
through ongoing narratives (Czarniawska, 1997; Patriotta, 2003). Pragmatic responses to loss 
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of unique knowledge resources may act against an organisation’s unique market positioning 
and hence its sustainability (Gardiner, 2008). Recruitment of newcomers with recent training 
and external experience also provides access to information about current broader profession 
knowledge and expertise with new discipline technology. Thereby, the collective knowledge 
is regularly enhanced through interactions between the organisation and the external 
environment. 
In sum, potential for loss of unique organisational knowledge was found to arise from: 
(a) inter-organisational knowledge exchanges, which result in loss of commercially important, 
organisational-specific knowledge and professional expertise that currently places this 
organisation at the forefront of its field and (b) absence of a strategy to reduce knowledge loss 
through the impending retirements of key long-serving expert workers.  
Influence of Socially Situated and Constructed Practices 
The second key finding is an elaboration of how the socially situated and constructed 
practices of the knowledge collective mediate knowledge generation and sharing. As depicted 
in Figure 2, these socially situated and constructed practices occur within an organisation’s 
external and internal environment. The macro-level environmental factors, therefore, create 
the context for local values, beliefs, norms, relations and professional practice.  
Knowledge construction was found to occur through participation in the socially 
situated practice, adaptation and reflective practice of the day-to-day activities in the 
organisation. Acquisition of knowledge is contextualised and developed locally through 
interactions with more expert co-workers and task enactment. For instance, “It is a really good 
place…they share knowledge pretty easily” (Ian, trainee); “they will definitely sit down with 
you” (Gerald, trainee). Formal induction processes are found to be helpful mechanisms for 
locating novices within important social and work practices. In turn, this facilitates novices’ 
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role and relationship negotiations, providing valuable access to more knowledgeable, senior 
and experienced workers. Socialisation mechanisms (e.g. training and induction processes) 
played a significant role for: (a) the sharing of locally and socially constructed organisational 
knowledge and professional expertise, (b) locating workers within local sites of practice (in 
particular, novices and newcomers), and (c) facilitating role and relationship interpretation 
and negotiations. The work and social orientations of individual workers develop through 
initial socialisation processes, and emerge from the ongoing relational framework they 
develop over time in a profession, role and organisational context (Gardiner, 2008). 
Knowledgeable workers were found to function as conduits to the local and wider 
organisational memory (e.g. project and task history, successes, failures), values, norms and 
identity. For instance, Henry (engineer) describes the process of coaching new graduate 
engineers in the practices and norms of his section: 
When they come to us we usually tell them what we are doing: design, 
drafting...we know that the trainees do not have experience. We… tend to give 
them more jobs like…checking, checking the design of the experienced 
engineers just to give them a feel of what we are doing.  It is not designing, it is 
a small project and gradually goes difficult…under the experienced engineers’ 
guidance (Henry, engineer) 
In addition, communications and relations with others were demonstrated to be central 
to the communication processes that facilitate the knowledge and skill development of 
novices and other workers. Well-developed relations with other members of the local site of 
practice were shown to facilitate consultation with knowledgeable other members, creating 
access to the organisational and locally situated memory, values and identity in a way 
databases are unable to accomplish.  
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There’s a lot of information or a lot of expertise held in people’s heads you need 
to know whose head to tap into .… That only comes from being here and getting 
to know people and you find out who’s a good contact and who knows the right 
information who to go and ask for the right information (Tom, engineer).  
Social networks underpin the knowledge sharing practices and problem-solving of 
Tom. Informal and unstructured methods for seeking and giving help require willing 
collaborators and trust in the expertise of the helper, and are often described as more helpful 
and valuable than formal methods (Hargadon & Bechky, 2006). Numerous respondents 
described colleagues’ willingness to share their knowledge and experiences. So, interpersonal 
relations were found to be central to knowledge sharing and problem-solving.  
However, workers’ knowledge generation and sharing practices reflected the contested 
workplace relations of the local practice site, with political dimensions attributable to power 
relations, individual and group norms and beliefs, group memberships and roles, and 
differential access to resources. As novices, trainees such as Ian and Gerald represent little 
immediate threat to the more experienced organisation members (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 
However, Todd (engineer) suggested “it is really personality related or project related.” A 
further trainee (Ed) described a more arduous process: “questioning in a very humble 
way…they might give it (information) reluctantly…it can be a pain.” Robert (engineer) 
identified behaviour aimed at “protecting information” ownership, e.g. “They don’t tell you 
where it is, they say I’ll get that for you,” and, in addition, behaviours designed to secure 
dominance during debates, stifle challenges to viewpoints and create influence were 
identified. Todd (engineer) noted: “If I’ve got the right contacts, I’ll advance my case…more 
a personal issue than an organisational issue…you do need to go out of your way to create a 
pool of knowledge,” emphasising the importance of actively developing relational history 
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with knowledgeable contacts for task enactment. Political behaviours designed to influence 
outcomes, create attributions by fellow workers, and alter relationships among workers are 
commonly associated with the location of valuable organisational knowledge and knowledge 
sharing behaviour (Tsoukas & Mylonopoulos, 2004; Vince, 2001). 
Innovation was shown to be fostered by the nature of the professional and 
paraprofessional work undertaken. The importance of openness at the socially constituted 
level to external influences and questioning of accepted ‘ways’ was noted as important, to 
provide checks on locally and socially constructed practices and stimulate both radical and 
incremental innovation. The local climate for innovation was thereby reinforced. Much of the 
work is project and group-based and technically challenging, thereby requiring adaptiveness, 
willingness to trial new modifications to past practice and openness to alternative or new 
solutions. Further, the work continuously involves new tasks and innovative responses, to 
new and perhaps differing presentations of previous tasks. Conversely, pressure to conform 
arose from relations with others, organisational and locally constructed work practices and 
requirements, and the technical frameworks of the engineering and design drafting 
professions.  
The deep, personal expertise and emotional engagement of these workers was shown 
to provide unique knowledge resources and competitive advantage to this organisation. For 
instance, Todd (engineer) notes: “A lot of people who work here are very dedicated to the 
train cause” and Nick (engineer) adds “Our older blokes here, they take pride in what they do 
because they are railway men.” Paraprofessional Angus observes:  
“Really valuable people are those with a long history with the organisation. Our 
field is unique. Rail is very specialised knowledge. Our knowledge is specific to 
TransportServices. We are always leaning on those people who have been doing 
the job here a long time because of what they know and have experienced.” 
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Malcolm (design drafter) describes one such worker: “He is very valuable not just to 
us but … is critical to the whole organisation” while William (engineer) describes a further 
colleague “He has got a vast amount of knowledge and he doesn’t take short cuts and he 
knows he can’t.” The expertise of these workers has created a high level of trust achieved 
through repeated interactions and value-adding outcomes over extended work histories.  
In sum, the social construction and valuing of knowledge in local sites of practice was 
found to shape workers’ practice. The influence of the relational contestations and 
negotiations among workers was found to be important for their knowledge generation and 
sharing orientations and practices, knowledge generation occurring through contextually 
situated task accomplishment. Workers’ knowledge generation and sharing practices were 
shown to be subject to: (a) the contestations and negotiations between their relations and 
orientations, (b) processes through which expertise is constructed and developed and their 
profession is practiced within the sites of socially constructed practice and contextualised 
knowledge, (c) value attributed to knowledge and expertise, and (d) the potential for 
knowledge leakage arising from dissonances in work practices and workers’ beliefs.  
Influence of Micro-Level Factors 
The third key finding elaborates how micro-level factors influence individual workers’ 
preparedness to contribute to the knowledge of the organisation. As depicted in Figure 2, the 
context for workers’ day-to-day professional practice is established by factors present in the 
organisation’s external and internal environment. These factors (e.g. the civil engineering 
profession) shape practices, values, norms and relations at the locally situated level. In 
addition, workers exercise their individual agency at the micro-level, in decision-making for 
knowledge generation and sharing (Raudsepp, 2005). This is salient because organisational 
functioning at macro and locally situated levels occurs through the actions of individual 
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workers. In turn, individual workers’ actions arise from their interpretation of their situation, 
and their consequent orientation to action (Blumer, 1969).  
The importance of micro-level factors for an individual worker’s willingness to 
contribute to the knowledge resources of the organisation was specifically demonstrated in 
this study. The belief of these professionals and paraprofessionals that their work contributes 
value to the public good and to the organisation is important for their workplace and job 
engagement, knowledge generation and knowledge sharing. For instance, one participant 
noted: “you get given the opportunity to contribute something that benefits a lot of 
people…being able to participate in long projects or plans with people who improve the city 
or the environment” (Todd, engineer). Further, job fulfilment, personal motivation, 
opportunities to learn, develop and work autonomously in task accomplishment, were found 
to be important micro-level contributors to affective organisational commitment, e.g. “Seeing 
something that you’ve taken from concept through to actual operation and in ten years down 
the track it’s still standing up” (Barry, engineer). Similarly, “it’s the ability to develop 
different ideas, something clever, out of the box” (Nick, engineer) and further, “I like to find 
out new things, new ways of solving problems” (Tom, engineer). The pursuit of excellence 
and autonomous learning are typical of a mastery orientation (Kraiger, Ford & Salas, 1993) 
and of professionals (Alvesson, 2004). 
Knowledge workers’ feelings that their expertise is valued and recognised for its 
contribution has been identified as important to their organisational commitment and retention 
(Lee-Kelley et al., 2007; Burgess, 2005). “You have to consider other people working on the 
project, they also have a pride in what they are working on so you have to accept that” 
(Henry, engineer). Lack of recognition for an individual’s contribution can reduce the 
experienced value of group membership, potentially reducing knowledge sharing orientation 
and practices. 
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Job engagement was identified as a key factor: in this particular industry, some 
workers are passionate about trains and railways. This is important because emotional 
engagement has been associated with higher levels of motivation, job involvement and work 
performance (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1995); and convergence between workers’ interests and 
organisational goals (Hackman, 1977). Further, beliefs about behaviour and job outcomes, 
relational capital, social connections and interactional history with co-workers and supervisors 
provided individual-level reinforcement. The degree of identification by these workers with 
their professions’ values and practices, the organisation’s business goals, and public sector 
values also underpins workers’ willingness to share their personal expertise.  
Co-worker trust was identified as an important micro-level mediator of knowledge 
sharing practice. This trust was reported as arising from workers’ perceptions about relational 
capital and workers’ personal interaction history with their immediate and other colleagues. 
Workers’ efforts to build micro-level relational and social capital with co-workers (e.g. 
through trustworthiness and organisational citizenship behaviours (OCB)) were found to 
enhance a climate of psychological safety and create personal and task connections which 
facilitated knowledge sharing. For instance, Malcolm (design drafter) notes: “If you like 
someone, like their methodology, their work ethics and that sort of thing, you are more 
willing to give more information than what you would do for somebody else.” Trustworthy 
behaviour demonstrated over time by co-workers provided a basis for judgements regarding 
the value of reciprocal knowledge exchanges, promise fulfilment, personal values and actions 
to advance the capabilities of the local knowledge collective and the larger organisation 
(Gardiner, 2008). However, Joe (design drafter) demonstrated an instrumental rather than peer 
support approach when he observed: 
If you don’t share everything you know when you know about some things 
that your colleagues don’t know, some colleagues take this personally. In 
11457  
24 
 
their view it can seem like you get promoted when you don’t know a lot. I 
might just give them what they need but no extra.” 
However, reciprocal interactions are diminished by co-workers’ perceptions of self 
interest (Fichman, 2003) and knowledge sharing exchanges which are held to be of 
inadequate quality or reliability. So, Joe’s actions may result in increased micro-level 
incidences of competitive and self-protective behaviours among his colleagues, reducing 
future knowledge sharing (Dirks, 1999). Individual understanding of the psychological 
contract provides the micro-level context for OCB actions, e.g. William (engineer) observes: 
“Some people are reluctant to release that information… I tend to help people thinking that I 
might need their help in the future.” Sanders and Schyns (2006) suggest cooperative 
behaviour functions in relation to the target of the cooperation, resulting in more cooperation 
with some colleagues than others. Where certain co-workers may also possess positional or 
other types of power, cooperation such as knowledge sharing may be undertaken to create a 
helping context for future interactions (Van Emmerik & Sanders, 2004). 
Efforts by workers with specific expertise to share what they believe is valuable 
knowledge may be rebuffed. Roger, a long serving engineer and manager, explains: 
“Providing information doesn’t work unless the individual has the need and motivation to use 
it” and Angus (design drafter) notes: “you might tell them ten times and they are not listening 
and basically when you see what they’ve done its their way any way.  It’s just a waste of 
effort to tell them.” He believes that his knowledge sharing is not appreciated by a certain 
colleague. Future knowledge-based interactions are, therefore, unlikely to be initiated by 
Angus with this co-worker. However, the target of the knowledge sharing may be 
simultaneously assessing the value of previous exchanges, the value of the proffered 
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knowledge, and exercising their individual agency in rejecting it on this occasion (Raudsepp, 
2005). 
Finally, individual beliefs about how innovation is organisationally valued were found 
to be fostered by experiencing personal or vicarious rewards for innovation. Within 
TransportServices two practices found to encourage creativity are enacted: (a) recognition 
from supervisors (Tierney & Farmer, 2002) and (b) recognition from co-workers (Madjar, 
Oldham & Pratt, 2002). For instance, Joe (design drafter) reports: “Our group won a $1000 
award for improvements. It was a tremendous improvement in down time and inconvenience 
for passengers and freight. We used the money to put on drinks for everyone on this floor.” 
Further, Robert (engineer) notes “We are encouraged to nominate people for those sorts of 
things.” William (engineer) reacted on more than one level: “It’s not the money, it is also 
satisfaction, recognition. The money is also good!” In this way, rewards provide evidence that 
individual workers are rewarded for knowledge generation through innovation and innovative 
practices and act to reinforce both relations and creativity within the collective.  
This is important to individual workers, in confirming that a safe environment exists 
for questioning, modifying or replacing accepted work methods. In turn, workers understand 
that where innovation contributes to the construction of knowledge and capability, the 
organisation will recognise and reward individuals and groups. Workers understand this as 
both legitimisation of their contributions and encouragement to go beyond existing ways of 
thinking and acting in meeting the organisation’s strategic goals.  
In sum, the most important influences on workers’ micro-level knowledge generation 
and sharing orientation and practice were found to include their beliefs about their relations 
with the organisation and with their co-workers, (both ongoing and at the time of the 
knowledge interaction), the understood rewards for such behaviour, and their own values 
framework. Significantly, micro-level mediators were found to act in addition to and likely 
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over-ride, overall macro-level considerations in workers’ knowledge sharing decision-making 
processes (Gardiner, 2008). In all, these levels are inter-related and represent a complex of 
relational factors that shape knowledge generation and sharing. 
The findings discussed above are context-specific and the limitations created by the 
single-case approach raise questions about generalisability. However, the primary purpose of 
this paper is an explanation of a specific phenomenon within one workplace setting. The 
individual nature of the responses means that the information and claims provided by the 
respondents are influenced by their personal experience, and may, therefore, be impossible to 
reproduce, as is typical in studies of this kind. In the following section, implications for 
organisational practice are specified. 
IMPLICATIONS FOR INCREASING KNOWLEDGE SHARING AT WORK 
Organisations need to understand their strategic objectives and organisational 
knowledge capacity in relation to their operating environment, to develop and exercise the 
capabilities essential for identity, survival and growth (Grant, 1996). Incorporation of new 
knowledge into the organisation’s broader operations enhances inimitability of the 
organisation’s capacities, outputs, processes and practices (Kogut & Zander in Prusak, 1997), 
and takes place through knowledge sharing (Szulanski, 1996; Zahra & George, 2002). So, the 
processes by which knowledge is generated and shared beyond the individual worker or group 
should be understood and supported by managers, to assist workers in moving beyond 
competent use of their organisation’s systems and processes, to the critique and development 
of improvements which enhance sustainability (Alvesson, 2004; Senge, 1990). In Figure 2 the 
integration of key mediators and their influence on the individual worker’s beliefs, 
orientations and practice is depicted. Some implications for practice arising from this research 
follow.  
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Impact of Organisations’ Structural Arrangements on Knowledge Sharing 
Organisations should give attention to the structural arrangements by which their 
operations are managed. These arrangements provide forces which may act against horizontal 
knowledge flows (e.g. specialised functional units as knowledge domains or dispersed units 
with little task or interpersonal contact), or facilitate horizontal knowledge flows (e.g. multi-
skilled project teams bringing together members of different knowledge sites). Attempts to 
address this on a larger scale, (i.e. through re-alignment of sections into larger multi-function 
groups), were introduced into TransportServices during the course of the study. However, 
inadequate communication processes regarding the change process caused workers to claim 
knowledge leakage resulted from the re-structuring arrangements. Therefore, (i) attention to 
the impact of structural arrangements on knowledge sharing and (ii) clear communication of 
the purpose of structural change, specifically linking the change to organisational, local and 
knowledge sharing goals, are required if these goals are to be achieved. 
Databases: Facilitators or Barriers for Knowledge Generation? 
Managers and workers need to be sensitive to the impact of organisational memory for 
knowledge generation and innovation. It has been suggested that established norms (e.g. 
databases, sets of policies and procedures or design libraries such as the ‘Standards’ used in 
TransportServices) can create barriers to knowledge generation and sharing (Argyris, 2004). 
One contribution of these databases lies in providing a repository of organisational memory 
for successes, standards of excellence and safe practice. However, where the purpose evolves 
to become or is perceived to be primarily compliance, these databases may impede innovation 
and knowledge generation.  
Management should seek to ensure that such norms are reviewed at regular intervals, 
updated where necessary, and, once safety requirements are satisfied, are understood to 
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provide a platform supporting creative problem-solving. This is important for innovation, 
which might otherwise be discouraged by pressure to conform to sector, organisational and 
socially or locally-constructed norms, values and practices.  
Attention to Relationship-Building Processes 
An important implication arising from this research is the evidence establishing the 
importance for knowledge generation and sharing of individual workers’ job fulfilment, 
personal motivation, job engagement, opportunities to learn, develop and to work 
autonomously. Initial socialisation processes which locate novices within their social and 
situated knowledge practice sites are found to be important for knowledge generation and 
sharing. The role of socialisation processes in facilitating novices’ role and relationship 
negotiations is not always appreciated, when an instrumental, task focus frames the design 
and expected outcomes (Gardiner, 2008). Moreover, the relationship-building aspects of these 
processes may contribute to positive affective organisational commitment, which was found 
to facilitate knowledge generation and sharing orientations and outcomes. 
Rewards for Capability-Building Behaviours 
High levels of mutual engagement, collaboration and willingness to assist others can 
enhance locally situated knowledge. So, management and workers should understand that 
knowledge building in this way is valuable and contributes to relational capital and a climate 
of psychological safety for knowledge sharing. These behaviours should be highlighted, 
fostered and rewarded. Sustained, generalised trustworthy behaviour has also been found to 
enhance knowledge exchanges. Conversely, perceptions by co-workers that knowledge 
sharing interactions are primarily instrumentally-based might confine exchanges to narrow 
task outcomes rather than capability enhancement. Subsequently, future access to deeper 
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technical expertise, information and opportunities for collaborative problem-solving may be 
reduced on the basis of such perceptions.  
Therefore, communicating, reinforcing and rewarding capability-building behaviours 
may result in improved relational capital and organisational sustainability. Evidence that these 
behaviours are valued in the local practice site and the larger organisation should be 
consistently supported by managers in their role as representatives to workers of the 
organisation’s values.  
Enhancing Knowledge Sharing by Expert Workers 
Supporting knowledge sharing by expert workers as they near exit from the 
organisation is likely to assist maintenance of the organisation’s knowledge base. 
Identification of expert workers across the range of skill and knowledge arenas of the 
organisation’s operations, and monitoring of impending retirements and exits, is important for 
all organisations. While mentoring processes are common, mentoring objectives, activities 
and outcomes should be communicated, structured and monitored, to ensure knowledge 
sharing occurs as desired.  
Access to structured mentoring by workers with special expertise is commonly 
provided for novice and high potential workers. In addition, mentoring opportunities should 
be designed to ensure that mid-career employees also benefit from planned knowledge 
sharing mechanisms. Such access will potentially enhance mid-career workers’ knowledge 
and skills to the next level, underpin affective commitment by confirming that they are valued 
by the organisation, and provide stimulation to workers with developed expertise who may 
otherwise plateau or leave (Gardiner, 2008). Mentors should receive reinforcement, 
recognition and rewards for their contribution to the organisation’s capability-building. Such 
mentoring and coaching activities should be monitored and recorded to facilitate recognition 
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and process management. Further, organisation policies should make explicit an 
organisation’s expectations that knowledge sharing through coaching and mentoring of co-
workers is expected and valued.  
Fostering Innovation 
Finally, the importance of fostering, recognising and rewarding knowledge generation 
and innovation has been established as a priority for organisations which possess unique 
knowledge and wish to maintain their competitive edge in their marketplace. This study has 
identified four implications for innovation. First, discretion to question accepted practice 
creates opportunities for workers to develop alternative and new ways, thereby increasing the 
potential for knowledge generation, even in regard to routine tasks. Second, pressure to 
conform to established practice safeguards safety and reliability standards; however, once 
these important requirements have been satisfied, ability to adapt and create different 
solutions to standard problems will result in knowledge generation. Next, the deep, 
specialised knowledge of long-serving workers, passionate about their work, should be 
accessed to identify critical incidents in which both successful and unsuccessful outcomes 
were achieved, to identify key factors and develop new approaches to business building 
opportunities. Finally, intense workload pressure inhibits time available for social interaction 
– essential for relationship building, idea generation outside of immediate tasks, and contact 
with knowledgeable workers outside the individual’s situated practice site. Forward planning 
and workload allocation by managers should provide time, work arrangements and support 
mechanisms to create these opportunities for important knowledge generation and sharing.  
CONCLUSION 
The paper’s primary contribution arises from its identification and integration of the 
role and impact of inter-relationships and mediating factors for knowledge generation and 
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sharing in organisations that have, to date, typically been examined as separate phenomena. 
For instance, Borgatti and Cross (2003) identified the impact of three relational factors on 
knowledge-seeking behaviour; Cabrera and Cabrera (2005) described the influence of human 
resource management practices on knowledge sharing; Cumming (2004) described the effects 
of workgroup diversity for knowledge sharing; Lawrence et al., (2005) linked organisational 
politics and knowledge sharing; Willem and Scarborough (2006) linked knowledge sharing 
with organisational politics and social capital; and Pyöriä (2007) established links between 
organisational culture and knowledge management. Here, the extent and complexity of those 
relationships is identified, elaborated further and advanced as being a necessary condition for 
understanding knowledge generation and sharing in an organisational setting. 
The contributions to the theory and literature of knowledge generation and sharing are 
four-fold: (a) the identification of complexes of factors that shape how knowledge is 
generated and shared within organisations, (b) the elaboration of links between the nature of 
individual workers’ relations with the organisations and their knowledge sharing orientation 
and practices, (c) the identification of the influence of an individual’s workgroup role and 
level on knowledge sharing behaviour, and (d) the importance of the individual’s relations 
with other workers for their knowledge generation and sharing practice.  
Findings here, that workers’ decision-making processes concerning knowledge 
generation and sharing account for specific, multiple levels of frameworks and relational 
interactions, go beyond the contributions of previous research. This research locates the role 
of the individual at the forefront of the knowledge construction and sharing process. It 
demonstrates that individuals learn and generate what they believe is meaningful for the 
operational context, based upon interpretation of their personal and vicarious experiences, 
relations with co-workers participating in the knowledge sharing interaction and their own 
purpose. 
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So, the contributions of this paper advance theory and understanding in areas that have 
received inadequate attention. They include: (a) the knowledge generation and sharing 
practices of professionals at work (Alvesson, 2004); (b) the relations between commitment 
and knowledge sharing attitudes and behaviour (Hislop, 2003a); (c) links between the nature 
of the individual worker’s relationship with the organisation and their knowledge sharing 
orientation and practices (Thompson & Heron, 2006); and (d) the influence of an individual’s 
workgroup role and level on knowledge sharing behaviour (Thompson & Heron, 2006). 
Following analyses of Lave and Wenger (1991), Wenger (1998) and Brown and Duguid 
(1991, 1998, 2001), Østerlund and Carlile (2006) suggest there is a need for additional 
empirical studies incorporating relational thinking when dealing with knowledge sharing in 
complex organisations. Further, the need for additional research illuminating the 
interrelatedness between knowledge flows and behaviour has been identified by Willem and 
Scarborough (2006). The concern, here, has been to address gaps in the previous research. 
Overall, the organisation’s capacity to effectively use its knowledge is mediated by 
complex relational factors: those relations between organisations and their workers, and the 
relations among workers. Sets of mediators have been identified within the organisation’s 
environmental complexity, socially situated practices and individual worker’s micro-level 
day-to-day task accomplishment, that facilitate or discourage knowledge building for 
enhanced organisational capability. These mediators are the key to understanding and 
developing sustainability in organisations.  
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FIGURE 1 
The Nested Nature of the Mediational Influences on Knowledge Generation and 
Sharing 
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FIGURE 2 
The Influence of Macro-Level Factors, Socially Situated Practices and Micro-Level 
Mediators on Knowledge Generation and Sharing Practice 
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